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History 
The settlement of Rocky Mount and its surrounding area began near a Tar River waterfall in what is 
now the northeastern part of the city.  Today those same falls, along with the rocky mound near the fall 
that gave the city its name, still provide a scenic beauty and historical flavor that attracts visitors from all 
over the state year after year.   
 
Before the colonists arrived, the rocky mound was a popular hunting ground for the Tuscorora Indians 
who called the region home as well as other Native Americans who visited from all parts of an area 
spanning Pennsylvania to Florida.  Europeans settled the region quickly between 1734 and 1777, but 
the first official reference to the name “Rocky Mount” did not appear until 1816 with the establishment 
of the Post Office near the falls.   

 
View of Rocky Mount Mills from the Tar River   
 

Two years later the state’s second cotton mill was constructed drawing its power from the falls and 
sparking even more growth in the area.   This establishment of Rocky Mount Mills was instrumental in 
enticing the railroad through the village.  In March 1840 the trains began to roll through the still present 
downtown depot.  The population reached 300 by 1867 leading to the village’s incorporation into a 
town in February of that year.  Then on February 28, 1907, as a result of strong growth in the Rocky 
Mount tobacco market since the late 1800’s, the population topped 7,500 and the town was 
incorporated into a city. The City enjoyed constant growth over the next twenty years.  Then came the 
challenge of recovering from the Great Depression that made its mark locally in the early thirties.  With 
patient investment in city infrastructure including a new water plant, two new schools, an airport, a city 
park, and the aggressive pursuit and attainment of a private four year college over the next two decades, 
Rocky Mount poised itself for economic recovery.  The loss of the railroad in 1950 seemed a 
devastating blow, but the City’s economy began to diversify.  The original economic catalysts of cotton 
mills, railroads, and agriculture turned to larger scale textiles and a varied array of manufacturing 
establishments that would bring back days of expansion not seen since the early 1900’s and take the 
City into the present.   



Community Profile 

 

vi 

Economy 
Rocky Mount’s commercial activity historically centered on the textile and agricultural industries.  These 
established industries continue to contribute to the City’s economy while solid growth has taken over in 
newer technologically advanced commercial areas.  Hardee’s Food Systems began in Rocky Mount in 
1962.  Abbot Laboratories (Hospira) and Black and Decker Manufacturing Company opened plants in 
1968 and 1970 respectively.  AlliedSignal Aerospace Company (Honeywell International, Inc.), 
Consolidated Diesel Company, and Sara Lee Bakery Company all opened up shop in the 1980’s.  
With a decline in manufacturing jobs in the US, these companies have undergone changes; however, 
they continue to solidify the Rocky Mount economy while the City constantly keeps economic 
development and diversification as the highest of priorities.   
 
A growing population, quality educational and training institutions, and an excellent location for 
commerce all stimulate the diverse economic activity of Rocky Mount.  The City presently occupies 
approximately 37 square miles, straddling the border between Nash and Edgecombe counties, and has 
a population just over 56,000 making it the fifteenth largest city in North Carolina.  Between the 1980 
census and the 1990 census Rocky Mount had an 18.7 percent increase in population.  Nash and 
Edgecombe Community Colleges have met the educational needs of the population for the last 25 years 
by offering courses and providing training in many fields that produce a skilled workforce.  North 
Carolina Wesleyan College, a private liberal arts institution, was founded in 1956 and continues to offer 
courses and programs to non-traditional students in the area through an Adult Degree Program while 
also educating its 1600 full-time students from all over the Nation.  The location of Rocky Mount 
provides area companies and firms convenient access to major highways and primary modes of 
transportation.  Situated where Interstate-95, the main north/south thoroughfare on the East Coast, 
meets U.S.64, Rocky Mount is in the heart of the Eastern Seaboard.  Located halfway between New 
York and Florida, Rocky Mount is also within close driving distance of the Research Triangle Park and 
the capital cities of North Carolina and Virginia.  Easy access to U.S. 264, U.S. 301, and Interstates 40 
and 85 put Rocky Mount in very close proximity to an excellent overland transportation system.  The 
Rocky Mount - Wilson airport services the area locally with the Raleigh - Durham International Airport 
80 miles west.  CSX Transportation, Norfolk-Southern Railroad, and Amtrak all provide rail 
transportation through Rocky Mount.  Three major ports including Wilmington, Morehead City, and 
Hampton Roads, VA are also in close proximity.   
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Rocky Mount City Hall 

 
City Government 
The Council-Manager form of government has been in place in Rocky Mount since 1927.  The Council 
is the legislative body of City government and includes a Mayor who serves as presiding officer and 
seven Council members that represent seven wards.  The Mayor is the only representative elected by 
the citizens at-large while each Council member is elected from his or her respective ward.  The Mayor 
and all Council members serve four year terms.  
 
The City of Rocky Mount offers a full range of services.  Rocky Mount has been a public power 
community since 1902.  It also owns and maintains its own gas distribution system and water and sewer 
system.  Because Rocky Mount is a public power community, it allows citizens to enjoy an ad valorem 
tax rate that is one of the lowest in the state for cities with populations of greater than 35,000.    
 
 
     
 
      
 


















